NEWS COMMENT INSPIRATION DEBATE

Small group study materials, October 2019

‘Invite Jesus to your banquet and he will
speak his mind. It will not be comfortable’

‘… They were watching him closely … When he noticed how the guests chose the
places of honour, he told them a parable…’
Luke 14:1 and 7-14

M

ining the context of
Jesus’ sharp words in
this text (‘For all who
exalt themselves will
be humbled, and those who humble
themselves will be exalted,’) I can only
come away with one radical conclusion:
Jesus is not the person to invite into
your house if you want ‘proper’
behaviour. Jesus will speak his mind,
and it will not be comfortable.
This is the third time that Jesus has
been invited by the Pharisees to eat
as a guest of honour. The Pharisees
were a sect of religious elites who
were regarded as expert interpreters of
the law and ancient traditions. Every
time Jesus eats with the Pharisees, he
disrupts the dinner and rails against
the host. In Luke 7:36-50 we find Jesus
being invited to a meal where a woman
anoints his feet. Jesus tells the host,
Simon, that the ‘sinful’ woman was
much more righteous than Simon.
Again, in Luke 11:37-43, after being
reprimanded by the host for not
washing before dinner, Jesus launches
into a tirade: ‘Now you Pharisees clean
the outside of the cup and of the dish,
but inside you are full of greed and
wickedness. You fools! Did not the
one who made the outside make the
inside also?’ He continues: ‘Woe to
you Pharisees! For you tithe mint and
rue and herbs of all kinds, and neglect
justice and the love of God.’ Harsh
words indeed to the person feeding you!
By the time we come to Jesus’ third
invitation by a leader of the Pharisees,
you would have thought they would
have learned their lesson. It is the
Sabbath, and Jesus heals a man while
at the Pharisee’s house. This caused a

‘He is against sick,
unjust systems’
stir. He pointed out the hypocrisy in
their use of the law for trivial things
but not for big matters such as health
and wellbeing. In classic Jesus style, he
observes their behaviour and decides to
make a public declaration about their
lack of humility. Jesus admonishes them
to always choose the lower place – it
would be embarrassing if they chose VIP
seats, to only be demoted afterwards.
All this is understandable, but Jesus
doesn’t stop there. He says something
strange, something purposely against
the Pharisees: ‘All who exalt themselves
will be humbled, and those who humble
themselves will be exalted.’ The Greek
words used here for ‘exalted’ allude to
Jesus’ passion, death and resurrection.
Jesus is the one who humbles himself,
even unto death. And, because he
humbles himself, he is exalted –
resurrected. The Greek word for ‘exalt’
sounds eerily like the Greek word for
‘the Most High’, a designation reserved

only for God. There is something about
exalting oneself that comes close to
putting oneself in the place of God. This
is the definition of pride, for which the
only antidote is humility – knowing
one’s place before God.
So, Jesus is not the kind of person
you want to invite to your banquet. He
will disrupt every falsity, pretension,
or pride. In Luke’s Gospel, Jesus
consistently attacks the Pharisees’
system, a system that kept the
marginalised and wounded out. It is a
sick system where the elite, the rich,
and the well-respected have a place at
the table, and others do not. Jesus goes
to these dinners to cause trouble! This
indignant passion also explains Jesus’
cleansing of the temple some chapters
later (Luke 19:45-47). Jesus is against
deeply idolatrous systems where, left
unchecked, injustices are perpetuated.
St Augustine of Hippo argues that
pride is the chief sin among human
beings. The antidote, he argues, is
humility – we need to know our
place before the Almighty. In our
contemporary world, with its multiple
crises, I take Augustine seriously. At
the heart of our world’s chaos is a deep
selfishness and pride that demands
prosperity and influence for a few, at
the expense of many. Leadership that
is prioritised is one of hierarchy and
oppression instead of community
and self giving. Furthermore, we are
carelessly overusing resources.
At the time of writing, my country,
the Bahamas, has suffered the
unprecedented atrocities of Hurricane
Dorian. Also at the time of writing, the
Amazon rainforest is burning. Both
phenomena are caused or affected by
how humans treat the environment.
Humility should mean that we remember
that resources, dignity, and life itself
are meant for all, and that ultimately,
everyone is accountable to God.

i

Carlton Turner is Tutor for Anglican
BAME at the Queens Foundation
for Ecumenical Theological Education,
Birmingham

Photograph: Coos Photography/Shutterstock

Reform

Chapter & verse

Carlton Turner Chapter & verse

18 | October 2019 | Reform

Reform-October-2019.indd 18

18/09/2019 16:45

Chapter & verse – Carlton Turner (page 18)
Read Luke 14:1 and 7-14, followed by Carlton Turner’s article.
1. How do you expect a guest at your table to behave? How would you feel if guests broke your
unspoken rules?
2. The Bible passage tells us that Pharisees invited Jesus to dinner, and Carlton Turner tells us
that they were expert interpreters of the law of Moses. How would you expect Jesus to get on
with such people?
3. How would you sum up Jesus’ complaints about the Pharisees in the second and third
paragraphs of the article?
4. In the article’s fourth paragraph, Carlton tells us that the Greek words used in Luke’s Gospel for
‘exalted’ sound like the Greek word for ‘the Most High’, and that the words also ‘allude to Jesus’
passion, death and resurrection’. Does this change how you read/hear Jesus’ words: ‘All who
exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who humble themselves will be exalted’? Why?
5. For Carlton, ‘exalting oneself … is the definition of pride, for which the only antidote is
humility.’ Do you agree? What actions can you think of that would help foster humility in
people today?
6. Looking at the Bible passage, what does Jesus think our dinner parties should be like? How
do your dinner parties – at your house, or your church – compare? How might churches offer
a wider welcome?
7. In the article’s fifth paragraph, Carlton describes ‘a sick system where the elite, the rich, and
the well-respected have a place at the table, and others do not’. In what ways, if any, does this
description from Jesus’ day compare with today’s society? What ‘sick systems’ of ours might
Jesus criticise?
8. Carlton’s article ends by suggesting that today’s society could combat ‘deep selfishness and
pride’ by better looking after the planet. Do you agree? How much of a priority is concern for
the environment to you? What actions could your church take on such matters?
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For further reflection: ‘He brought me to the banqueting house, and his intention toward me
was love.’ Song of Solomon 2:4
Prayer: Father, in your generosity you have invited us to take a seat at your table and to enjoy
all that you freely give us. Help us, we pray, to live out the same generosity, to share and give as
freely as we have received. Amen.
To subscribe to Reform, visit bit.ly/rfmprint or call 01371 851 886.
To try the next three issues for £1, visit bit.ly/rfm341new.
For more Bible study material based on Reform’s articles, God is with us: fresh responses
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